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To My Mother and Bea




Introduction

Now that fifty years have gone by since The Naked and the Dead was published in May 1948, I think it might be interesting to talk about it as a best-seller that was the work of an amateur. Of course, as best-sellers go, it was a good book, and the author who began it at the age of twenty-three and completed it fifteen months later had already written more than a quarter of a million words in college and so could be considered a hard-working amateur who loved writing and was prepared in the way of a twenty-four-year-old to fall on his sword in the cause of literature.

Still, he was naïve, he was passionate about writing, he knew very little about the subtler demands of a good style, he did not have a great deal of restraint, and he burned with excitement as he wrote. He hardly knew whether he should stand in the shadow of Tolstoy or was essentially without talent. He was an amateur.

He was also a writer of what soon became a big best-seller. Indeed, The Naked and the Dead was his only prodigious best-seller. It had a good story that got better and better, it had immediacy, it came out at exactly the right time when, near to three years after the Second World War ended, everyone was ready for a big war novel that gave some idea of what it had all been like – it thrived on its scenes of combat – and it had a best-seller style. The book was sloppily written in many parts (the words came too quickly and too easily) and there was hardly a noun in any sentence that was not holding hands with the nearest and most commonly available adjective – scalding coffee and tremulous fear are the sorts of thing you will find throughout. Over-certified adjectives are the mark of most best-seller writing.

The book also had vigor. That is the felicity of good books by amateurs. They venture into scenes that a writer with more experience (and more professional concern) would bypass or eschew altogether. The Naked and the Dead took chances all over the place and more of them succeeded than not: It was rightly a best-seller; it fulfilled one of two profiles of such a category – for invariably these books are written by bold amateurs or by niche professionals who know more about a given subject than they ought to.

All this said, one may now ask the artisan who is setting down these words what virtue he might ascribe to this work he did as an amateur. The answer is that he had the good luck to be influenced profoundly by Tolstoy in the fifteen months he was writing this opus back in 1946 and 1947 – he read from Anna Karenina most mornings before he commenced his own work. Thereby, his pages, through the limited perceptions of a twenty-four-year-old, reflect what he learned about compassion from Tolstoy. For that is the genius of the old man – Tolstoy teaches us that compassion is of value and enriches our life only when compassion is severe, which is to say when we can perceive everything that is good and bad about a character but are still able to feel that the sum of us as human beings is probably a little more good than awful. In any case, good or bad, it reminds us that life is like a gladiators’ arena for the soul and so we can feel strengthened by those who endure, and feel awe and pity for those who do not.

That fine edge in Tolstoy, the knowledge that compassion is valueless without severity (for otherwise it cannot defend itself against sentimentality), gave The Naked and the Dead whatever enduring virtue it may possess and catapulted the amateur who wrote it into the grim ranks of those successful literary men and women who are obliged to become professional in order to survive – no easy demand, for it would insist that one must be able to do a good day’s work on a bad day, and indeed that is a badge of honor decent professionals are entitled to wear.

So, I am still fond of The Naked and the Dead. It has virtues, it has faults, but it also has a redeeming, even stimulating touch of Tolstoyan compassion, and thereby enables me to feel hope for all of us when very occasionally I go back and read a few pages. Allow me then to suppose that there is a good deal of hope to be found if one reads all of its pages.

Norman Mailer
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Part One



WAVE
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1

Nobody could sleep. When morning came, assault craft would be lowered and a first wave of troops would ride through the surf and charge ashore on the beach at Anopopei. All over the ship, all through the convoy, there was a knowledge that in a few hours some of them were going to be dead.

A soldier lies flat on his bunk, closes his eyes, and remains wide-awake. All about him, like the soughing of surf, he hears the murmurs of men dozing fitfully. ‘I won’t do it, I won’t do it,’ someone cries out of a dream, and the soldier opens his eyes and gazes slowly about the hold, his vision becoming lost in the intricate tangle of hammocks and naked bodies and dangling equipment. He decides he wants to go to the head, and cursing a little, he wriggles up to a sitting position, his legs hanging over the bunk, the steel pipe of the hammock above cutting across his hunched back. He sighs, reaches for his shoes, which he has tied to a stanchion, and slowly puts them on. His bunk is the fourth in a tier of five, and he climbs down uncertainly in the half-darkness, afraid of stepping on one of the men in the hammocks below him. On the floor he picks his way through a tangle of bags and packs, stumbles once over a rifle, and makes his way to the bulkhead door. He passes through another hold whose aisle is just as cluttered, and finally reaches the head.

Inside the air is steaming. Even now a man is using the sole fresh-water shower, which has been occupied ever since the troops have come on board. The soldier walks past the crap games in the unused salt-water shower stalls, and squats down on the wet split boards of the latrine. He has forgotten his cigarettes and he bums one from a man sitting a few feet away. As he smokes he looks at the black wet floor littered with butts, and listens to the water sloshing through the latrine box. There has been really no excuse for coming, but he continues to sit on the box because it is cooler here, and the odor of the latrine, the brine, the chlorine, the clammy bland smell of wet metal is less oppressive than the heavy sweating fetor of the troop holds. The soldier remains for a long time, and then slowly he stands up, hoists his green fatigue pants, and thinks of the struggle to get back to his bunk. He knows he will lie there waiting for the dawn and he says to himself, I wish it was time already, I don’t give a damn, I wish it was time already. And as he returns, he is thinking of an early morning in his childhood when he had lain awake because it was to be his birthday and his mother had promised him a party.

Early that evening Wilson and Gallagher and Staff Sergeant Croft had started a game of seven card stud with a couple of orderlies from headquarters platoon. They had grabbed the only empty place on the hold deck where it was possible to see the cards once the lights were turned off. Even then they were forced to squint, for the only bulb still lit was a blue one near the ladder, and it was difficult to tell the red suits from the black. They had been playing for hours, and by now they were in a partial stupor. If the hands were unimportant, the betting was automatic, almost unconscious.

Wilson’s luck had been fair from the very beginning, but after one series in which he had taken three pots in a row it had become phenomenal. He was feeling very good. There was a stack of Australian pound notes scattered sloppily and extravagantly under his crossed legs, and while he felt it was bad luck to count his money, he knew he must have won nearly a hundred pounds. It gave him a thick lustful sensation in his throat, the kind of excitement he received from any form of abundance. ‘Ah tell ya,’ he announced to Croft in his soft southern voice, ‘this kind of money is gonna be the ruination of me yet. Ah never will be able to figger out these goddam pounds. The Aussies work out everythin’ backwards.’

Croft gave no answer. He was losing a little, but, more annoying, his hands had been drab all night.

Gallagher grunted scornfully. ‘What the hell! With your kind of luck you don’t have to figure your money. All you need is an arm to pick it up with.’

Wilson giggled. ‘That’s right, boy, but it’s gonna have to be a mighty powerful arm.’ He laughed again with an easy, almost childish glee and began to deal. He was a big man about thirty years old with a fine mane of golden-brown hair, and a healthy ruddy face whose large features were formed cleanly. Incongruously, he wore a pair of round silver-rimmed glasses which gave him at first glance a studious or, at least, a methodical appearance. As he dealt his fingers seemed to relish the teasing contact of the cards. He was daydreaming about liquor, feeling rather sad because with all the money he had now, he couldn’t even buy a pint. ‘You know,’ he laughed easily, ‘with all the goddam drinkin’ Ah’ve done, Ah still can’t remember the taste of it unless Ah got the bottle right with me.’ He reflected for a moment, holding an undealt card in his hand, and then chuckled. ‘It’s just like lovin’. When a man’s got it jus’ as nice and steady as he wants it, well, then he never can remember what it’s like without it. And when he ain’t got it, they ain’t nothin’ harder than for him to keep in mind what a pussy feels like. They was a gal Ah had once on the end of town, wife of a friend of mine, and she had one of the meanest rolls a man could want. With all the gals Ah’ve had, Ah’ll never forget that little old piece.’ He shook his head in tribute, wiped the back of his hand against his high sculptured forehead, brought it up over his golden pompadour, and chuckled mirthfully. ‘Man,’ he said softly, ‘it was like dipping it in a barrel of honey.’ He dealt two cards face down to each man, and then turned over the next round.

For once Wilson’s hand was poor, and after staying a round because he was the heavy winner, he dropped out. When the campaign was over, he told himself, he was going to drum up some way of making liquor. There was a mess sergeant over in Charley Company who must have made two thousand of them pounds the way he sold a quart for five pounds. All a man needed was sugar and yeast and some of them cans of peaches or apricots. In anticipation he felt a warm mellow glow in his chest. Why, you could even make it with less. Cousin Ed, he remembered, had used molasses and raisins, and his stuff had been passing decent.

For a moment, though, Wilson was dejected. If he was going to fix himself any, he would have to steal all the makings from the mess tent some night, and he’d have to find a place to hide it for a couple of days. And then he’d need a good little nook where he could leave the mash. It couldn’t be too near the bivouac or anybody might be stumbling onto it, and yet it shouldn’t be too far if a man wanted to siphon off a little in a hurry.

There was just gonna be a lot of problems to it, unless he waited till the campaign was over and they were in permanent bivouac. But that was gonna take too long. It might even be three or four months. Wilson began to feel restless. There was just too much figgering a man had to do if he wanted to get anything for himself in the Army.

Gallagher had folded early in that hand too, and was looking at Wilson with resentment. It took somebody like that dumb cracker to win all the big pots. Gallagher’s conscience was bothering him. He had lost thirty pounds at least, almost a hundred dollars, and, while most of it was money he had won earlier on this trip, that did not excuse him. He thought of his wife, Mary, now seven months pregnant, and tried to remember how she looked. But all he could feel was a sense of guilt. What right did he have to be throwing away money that should have been sent to her? He was feeling a deep and familiar bitterness; everything turned out lousy for him sooner or later. His mouth tightened. No matter what he tried, no matter how hard he worked, he seemed always to be caught. The bitterness became sharper, flooded him for a moment. There was something he wanted, something he could feel and it was always teasing him and disappearing. He looked at one of the orderlies, Levy, who was shuffling the cards, and Gallagher’s throat worked. That Jew had been having a lot of goddam luck, and suddenly his bitterness changed into rage, constricted in his throat, and came out in a passage of dull throbbing profanity. ‘All right, all right,’ he said, ‘how about giving the goddam cards a break. Let’s stop shuffling the fuggers and start playing.’ He spoke with the flat ugly ‘a’ and withered ‘r’ of the Boston Irish, and Levy looked up at him, and mimicked, ‘All right, I’ll give the caaads a break, and staaart playing.’

‘Pretty fuggin funny,’ Gallagher muttered half to himself. He was a short man with a bunched wiry body that gave the impression of being gnarled and sour. His face, in character with this, was small and ugly, pocked with the scars of a severe acne which had left his skin lumpy, spotted with swatches of purple-red. Perhaps it was the color of his face, or it might have been the shape of his long Irish nose, which slanted resentfully to the side, but he always looked wroth. Yet, he was only twenty-four.

The seven of hearts was showing. He looked cautiously at his two buried cards, discovered both of them were also hearts, and allowed himself a little hope. He hadn’t had a flush all night, and he told himself he was due. ‘Even they can’t fug me this time,’ he thought.

Wilson bet a pound, and Gallagher raised him. ‘All right, let’s make this a decent pot,’ he growled. Croft and Levy came along, and when the other man dropped out, Gallagher felt cheated. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked. ‘You going chickenshit? You’re only gonna get your fuggin head blown off tomorrow.’ His statement was lost in the skittering of the money onto the folded blanket upon which they were playing, but it left him with a cold shuddering anxiety as though he had blasphemed. ‘Hail Mary, mother of …’ he repeated quickly to himself. He saw himself lying on the beach with a bloody nub where his head should have been.

His next card fell, a spade. Would they ship his body home, he wondered, and would Mary come to his grave? The self-pity was delicious. For an instant he longed for the compassion in his wife’s eyes. She understood him, he told himself, but as he tried to think of her, he saw instead a picture of ‘… Mary, mother …’ which had remained in his memory from some postcard reproductions of religious paintings he had bought in parochial school. What did Mary, his Mary, look like? He strained to remember, to form her face exactly in his mind. But he could not at this moment; it eluded him like the melody of a half-recalled song that kept shifting back into other, more familiar tunes.

He drew a heart on the next card. That gave him four hearts and there would be two more chances to pull the fifth heart. His anxiety eased and then was translated to a vital interest in the game. He looked about him. Levy was folding his hand even before the round of betting started, and Croft was showing a pair of tens. Croft bet two pounds, and Gallagher decided that he had the third ten. If Croft’s hand didn’t improve, and Gallagher was certain it wouldn’t, then Croft would be playing right into his flush.

Wilson giggled a little and fumbled sloppily for his money. As he dropped it onto the blanket he said, ‘This yere’s gonna be a mighty big pot.’ Gallagher fingered his few remaining bills and told himself this was the last opportunity to come back. ‘Raise you two,’ he muttered, and then felt a kind of panic. Wilson was showing three spades. Why hadn’t he noticed it before? His luck!

The bet, however, was only called, and Gallagher relaxed. Wilson didn’t have the flush yet. It was at least even between them, and Wilson might have no other spades in the hole; he might even be trying for something else. Gallagher hoped they both wouldn’t check to him on the next round. He was going to raise until his money gave out.

Croft, Staff Sergeant Croft, was feeling another kind of excitement after the next row of cards was turned up. He had been drifting sullenly until then, but on the draw he picked up a seven, which gave him two pair. At that instant, he had a sudden and powerful conviction that he was going to win the pot. Somehow, he knew he was going to pull a seven or a ten for a full house. Croft didn’t question it. A certainty as vivid as this one had to mean something. Usually he played poker with a hard shrewd appreciation of the odds against drawing a particular card, and an effective knowledge of the men against whom he played. But it was the margin of chance which existed in poker that made the game meaningful to him. He entered everything with as much skill and preparation as he could bring to it, but he knew that things finally would hang also on his luck. This he welcomed. He had a deep unspoken belief that whatever made things happen was on his side, and now, after a long night of indifferent cards, he had a potentially powerful hand.

Gallagher had drawn another heart, and Croft figured him for a flush. Wilson’s three spades had not been helped by the diamond he had drawn, but Croft guessed that he had his flush already and was playing quietly. It had always struck Croft how slyly Wilson played in contrast to his good-natured, easygoing air.

‘Bet two pounds,’ Croft said.

Wilson threw two into the pot, and then Gallagher jumped him. ‘Raise you two.’ That made it certain Gallagher had his flush, Croft decided.

He dropped four pounds neatly on the blanket. ‘And raise you two.’ There was a pleasurable edge of tension in his mouth.

Wilson chuckled easily. ‘Goddam, this is gonna be a big pot,’ he told them. ‘Ah ought to drop out, but Ah never could git out of the habit of peekin’ at that last card.’

And now Croft was convinced that Wilson had a flush too. He could see that Gallagher was uncertain – one of Wilson’s spades was an ace. ‘Raise you two,’ Gallagher said a little desperately. If he had the full house already, Croft told himself, he’d raise Gallagher all night, but now it would be better to save some money for the last round.

He dropped two more pounds on the pile over the blanket, and Wilson followed him. Levy dealt the last card face-down to each of them. Croft, containing his excitement, looked about the half-dark hold, gazed at the web of bunks that rose all about them, tier on tier. He watched a soldier turn over in his sleep. Then he picked up his last card. It was a five. He shuffled his cards slowly, bewildered, wholly unable to believe that he could have been so wrong. Disgusted, he threw down his hand without even checking to Wilson. He was just beginning to feel angry. Quietly, he watched them bet, saw Gallagher put down his last bill.

‘Ah’m makin’ an awful mistake, but Ah’ll see ya,’ Wilson said. ‘What ya got, boy?’

Gallagher was truculent as though he knew he were going to be beaten. ‘What the fug do ya think I got – it’s a flush in hearts, jack up.’

Wilson sighed. ‘Ah hate to do this to ya, boy, but Ah got ya in spades with that bull.’ He pointed to his ace.

For several seconds Gallagher was silent, but the dark lumps on his face turned a dull purple. Then he seemed to burst all at once. ‘Of all the mother-fuggin luck, that sonofabitch takes it all.’ He sat there quivering.

A soldier in a bunk near the hatch raised himself irritably on one elbow, and shouted, ‘For Chrissake, Jack, how about shutting up and letting us get some sleep.’

‘Go fug yourself,’ Gallagher yelled.

‘Don’t you men know when to quit?’

Croft stood up. He was a lean man of medium height but he held himself so erectly he appeared tall. His narrow triangular face was utterly without expression under the blue bulb, and there seemed nothing wasted in his hard small jaw, gaunt firm cheeks and straight short nose. His thin black hair had indigo glints in it which were emphasized by the light, and his gelid eyes were very blue. ‘Listen, trooper,’ he said in a cold even voice, ‘you can just quit your pissing. We’ll play our game any way we goddam please, and if you don’t like it, I don’t figure there’s much you can do, unless you want to mess with four of us.’

There was an indistinct muttered reply from the bunk, and Croft continued looking at him. ‘If you’re really looking for something, you can mess with me,’ Croft added. His speech was quiet and clearly enunciated with a trace of a southern accent. Wilson watched him carefully.

This time the soldier who had complained made no answer at all, and Croft smiled thinly, sat down again. ‘You’re lookin’ for a fight, boy,’ Wilson told him.

‘I didn’t like the tone that boy was using,’ Croft said shortly

Wilson shrugged. ‘Well, let’s get goin’ again,’ he suggested.

‘I’m quitting,’ Gallagher said.

Wilson felt bad. There just wasn’t any fun in it he decided, to take a man for all the money he had. Gallagher was most of the time a nice fellow, and it made it doubly mean when you took a buddy you’d slept in the same pup tent with for three months. ‘Listen, boy,’ he offered, ‘they ain’t no point in bustin’ up a game ’cause a man goes broke. Lemme stake you to some of them pounds.’

‘Nah, I’m quitting,’ Gallagher repeated angrily.

Wilson shrugged again. He couldn’t understand these men like Croft and Gallagher who took their poker so damn hard. He liked the game, and they wasn’t gonna be much of a way to pass the time now till morning, but it wasn’t that important. A stack of money spread before you was a good feeling, but he’d rather drink. Or have a woman. He chuckled sadly. A woman was a long way off.

After a long while, Red got tired of lying in his bunk and sneaked past the guard to go up top. On deck, the air seemed chill after being so long in the hold. Red breathed it deeply, and moved about cautiously for a few seconds in the darkness until the outline of the ship formed for him. The moon was out, limning the deck-housings and equipment with a quiet silver sheen. He stared about him, aware now of the muted wash of the propellers, the slow contained roll of the ship which he had felt down below in the vibration of his bunk. He felt at once much better, for the deck was almost deserted. There was a sailor on watch at the nearest gun but in comparison to the hold this was isolation.

Red walked over to the rail and looked out to sea. The ship was hardly moving now, and all the convoy seemed to be pausing and nosing its way through the water like a hound uncertain of the scent. Far off against the horizon the ridge line of an island rose steeply, formed a mountain, and fell away again in one descending hill after another. That was Anopopei, he decided, and shrugged. What difference did it make? All islands looked the same.

Blankly, without any anticipation, he thought of the week ahead. Tomorrow, when they landed, their feet would get wet and their shoes would fill with sand. There would be one landing boat after another to be unloaded, crate after crate to be toted a few yards up the beach and dropped in a pile. If they were lucky there would be no Jap artillery, and not too many snipers left. He felt a tired dread. There would be this campaign and then another and another, and there would never be an end to it. He massaged his neck, looking dourly at the water, his long thin body sagging at every joint. It was about one o’clock now. In three hours the guns would start and the men would bolt a hot nauseating breakfast.

There was nothing to do but to go from one day into the next. The platoon was lucky, for tomorrow anyway. They’d have recon working on the beach detail for a week probably, and the first patrols where all the trails were strange would be made already, and the campaign would have dropped into a familiar and bearable rut. He spat again, kneading with his blunt scarred fingers the knurled swollen knuckles of his other hand.

In silhouette against the rail, his profile consisted almost entirely of a large blob of a nose and a long low-slung jaw, but in the moonlight this was misleading for it did not show the redness of his skin and hair. His face always seemed boiled and angry except for his eyes, which were quiet, a pale blue, marooned by themselves in a web of wrinkles and freckles. When he laughed his teeth showed, big and yellow and crooked, his rough voice braying out with a contemptuous inviolate mirth. Everything about him was bony and knobbed, and although he was more than six feet tall, it was unlikely that he weighed one hundred and fifty pounds.

His hand scratched his stomach, explored about for a moment or two and then halted. He had forgotten his life belt. Automatically he thought of going back to the hold for it, and was angered at himself. ‘Goddam Army gets you so you’re afraid to turn around.’ He spat. ‘You waste half your time trying to remember what they told you to do.’ Still he debated for a moment whether he should fetch it, and then grinned. ‘Aaah, you can only get killed once.’

He had told that to Hennessey, a kid who had joined recon only a few weeks before the division’s task force had loaded ship for this invasion. ‘A life belt, that’s something for Hennessey to worry about, a life belt,’ he said to himself now.

They had been up on deck together one night when an air raid sounded, and they had squatted under a life raft, watching the ships in convoy lashing through the black water, the crew at the nearest gun standing tensely by the breech. A Zero had attacked and a dozen searchlights had tried to focus on it. Hundreds of tracer arcs had lined red patterns through the air. It had all been very different from the combat he had previously seen, without heat, without fatigue, beautiful and unreal like a color movie or a calendar picture. He had watched in absorption, not even ducking when a bomb had exploded in a livid yellow fan over a ship a few hundred yards away.

Then Hennessey had destroyed his mood. ‘Jesus, I just remembered,’ he had said.

‘What?’

‘I ain’t got any air cartridges in my life belt.’

Red had guffawed. ‘I’ll tell you what. When the ship goes down, you just ride a nice fat rat to shore.’

‘No, this is serious. Jeez, I better blow it up.’ And in the darkness he had fumbled for the tube, found it, and inflated the belt. Red had watched him with amusement. He was such a kid. The way they turned them out now, all the kids wanted to obey the rules. Red had felt almost sad. ‘You’re all set for everything now, huh, Hennessey?’

‘Listen,’ Hennessey had boasted, ‘I ain’t taking any chances. What if this boat should get hit? I ain’t going into the water unprepared.’

Now, in the distance, the shore of Anopopei slid by slowly, almost like a huge ship itself. Naw, Red thought, Hennessey wouldn’t go into the water unprepared. He was the kind of kid who would put away money for marriage before he even had a girl. It was what you got for following the rule book.

He drooped his body over the rail, and looked down at the water. Despite the lethargy of the ship, the wake burbled rapidly. The moon had passed behind a cloud, and the water looked dark and malevolent, terribly deep. There seemed an aureole about the ship which extended fifty yards from the side, but beyond that was only blackness, so vast, so dense, that he could no longer determine the ridge line of Anopopei. The water churned past in a thick gray foam, swirling and shuddering along the waves the ship formed in its passage. After a time Red had that feeling of sad compassion in which one seems to understand everything, all that men want and fail to get. For the first time in many years he thought of coming back from the mines in the winter twilight with his flesh a dirty wan color against the snow, entering his house, eating his food in silence while his mother waited on him sullenly. It had been an acrid empty home with everyone growing alien to one another, and in all the years that had passed, he had never remembered it except in bitterness. And yet now, looking at the water, he could have some compassion for once, could understand his mother and the brothers and sisters he had almost forgotten. He understood many things, remembered sad incidents, ugly incidents, out of the years he had knocked around, recalled a drunk who had been robbed on the steps leading up to Bowery Park near Brooklyn Bridge. It was a type of understanding which could have come to him only at this moment, culled from all his experience, the enforced restlessness of two weeks on shipboard, and the mood of this night as they moved toward the invasion beaches.

But the compassion lasted for only a few minutes. He understood it all, knew he could do nothing about it any longer, and was not even tempted. What was the use? He sighed and the acuteness of his mood slipped out with his breath. There were some things you could never fix. It was too mixed-up. A man had to get out by himself or he became like Hennessey, worrying over every gimcrack in his life.

He wanted none of it. He’d do no man harm if he could help it, and he’d take no crap. He never had, he told himself proudly.

For a long time he remained staring at the water. He had never found anything. All he knew was what he didn’t like. He snorted, listening to the wind cling to the ship. All through his body he had the sense of every second sliding past, racing toward the approaching morning. This was the last time he would be alone for months, and he savored the sensation. He had always been a loner.

There wasn’t anything he wanted, he told himself again. Not a buck, not a woman, not a one. Just let there be Two-bit Annie around the corner when he felt like company. There wasn’t anybody else would have him anyway. He grinned and gripped the rail, feeling the wind lap against his face, inhaling the swollen vegetal smells it carried from the island across the water.

‘I don’t care what you say,’ Sergeant Brown told Stanley, ‘you can’t trust any of them.’ They were talking to each other in low voices from their adjoining bunks. Stanley had been careful to pick them together when they first came on board. ‘There isn’t a woman you can trust,’ Brown decided.

‘I don’t know, that isn’t the whole damn truth,’ Stanley muttered. ‘I know I trust my wife.’ He didn’t like the way the conversation was going. It was feeding a few worms of doubt in his mind. Besides he knew Sergeant Brown didn’t like anybody to disagree with him.

‘Well, now,’ Brown said, ‘you’re a good kid, and you’re smart, but it just don’t pay to trust a woman. You take my wife. She’s beautiful, I’ve shown you her picture.’

‘She’s really a good-looking dame,’ Stanley agreed quickly.

‘No doubt about it, she’s beautiful. You think she’s gonna sit around and wait for me? No, she ain’t. She’s out having herself a good time.’

‘Well, I wouldn’t say that,’ Stanley suggested.

‘Why not? You ain’t going to hurt any feelings of mine. I know what she’s doing, and when I get back I’m going to have a little accounting with her. I’m going to ask her first, “Been having any dates?” and if she says, “Yes,” I’ll get the rest out of her in two minutes. And if she says, “No, honey, honest I haven’t, you know me,” I’m just going to do a little checking with my friends and if I find she’s been lying, well, then I’ll have her, and, man, maybe I won’t give her some lumps before I kick her out.’ Brown shook his head in emphasis. He was about medium size, a trifle fat, with a young boyish face, a snub nose, freckles, and reddish-brown hair. But wrinkles had formed about his eyes and there were several jungle ulcers on his chin. At a second glance, it was apparent that he was easily twenty-eight years old.

‘It certainly would be a dirty deal for a guy to get when he does go back,’ Stanley offered.

Sergeant Brown nodded soberly, and then his face turned bitter. ‘What do you expect? Do you think you’re going to go home a hero? Listen, when you get home folks are going to look at you and say, “Arthur Stanley, you been gone a long time,” and you’ll say, “Yeah,” and then they’ll say, “Well, things’ve been pretty rough here, but I guess they’re going to improve some. You’re sure lucky you missed it all.” ’

Stanley laughed. ‘I haven’t seen much,’ he said modestly, ‘but I do know that those poor civilians don’t begin to know the score.’

‘Man, but they don’t,’ Brown said. ‘Listen, you’ve seen enough combat at Motome to have an idea. Why, when I think of my wife fooling around probably right this minute, while I’m lying here sweating out tomorrow, I begin to get mad … mad.’ He cracked his knuckles nervously, fingered the steel pipe between their hammocks. ‘It ain’t as if tomorrow is gonna be so bad although they’ll have recon working its ass off, but a little work ain’t gonna kill us.’ He snorted. ‘Hell, if General Cummings was to come up to me tomorrow and say, “Brown, I’m putting you on unloading detail for the duration,” you think I’d bitch? In the pig’s hole I would. I’ve seen enough combat to last ten men, and I’ll tell you this invasion tomorrow if we was to be shelled from the ship to the beach and back couldn’t begin to equal Motome. That was one day I knew I was gonna be dead. I still don’t see how I got through it.’

‘What happened?’ Stanley asked. He flexed his knees carefully to avoid kicking the man in the bunk above him, only a foot above his head. This story he had heard a dozen times when he was first assigned to recon, but he knew Brown liked to tell it.

‘Well, from the beginning when they assigned the platoon to Baker Company for that rubber boat deal, it was a cinch we were screwed, but what could you do?’ He went on, telling a story of how they had set out in rubber boats from a destroyer several hours before the dawn, had been caught in an ebb tide and seen by the Japanese. ‘Man,’ Brown said, ‘maybe you think I wasn’t keeping a tight asshole when those Japs started firing at us with an AA battery. There wasn’t any of our boats that didn’t get hit some and start sinking, and in the one next to us was the Company Commander, Billings was his name I think, and the poor bastard had just broken down completely. He was crying and moaning and trying to fire off a flare so the destroyer would open up and give us some cover, but he was shaking so much he couldn’t hold the flare gun in his hand.

‘And in the middle of all that, Croft stands up in their rubber boat, and he says, “Why, you ornery sonofabitch, give me that gun.” Billings gives it to him, and Croft stands up in plain sight of all those Japs on the beach, fires the gun twice, and then loads it.’

Stanley shook his head in commiseration. ‘That Croft is quite a guy,’ he said.

‘Quite a guy! Listen, he’s made of iron. He’s the one man I’d never cross. He’s probably the best platoon sergeant in the Army and the meanest. He just doesn’t have any nerves,’ Brown said bitterly. ‘Out of all the old guys in recon, there ain’t one of us whose nerves ain’t shot. I tell ya, I’m scared all the time, and Red is too. And Gallagher, he’s only been with us six months but he was in on the rubber boat deal and he counts too I suppose, he’s scared, and Martinez is the best little scout you could ever want but he’s even more scared than I am, and even Wilson although he don’t let on much is none too happy. But Croft – I tell you Croft loves combat, he loves it. There ain’t a worse man you could be under or a better one, depending on how you look at it. We lost eleven guys out of seventeen in the platoon, counting the Lieutenant we had then, some of the best guys in the world and the rest of us weren’t good for anything for a week, but Croft asked for a patrol the next day, and they assigned him to A Company on TDY until you and Ridges and Toglio came in as replacements and we had enough men to make up a squad.’

By now, Stanley was interested in only a facet of this. ‘Do you think we’ll get enough replacements to fill out the platoon?’ he asked.

‘As far as I’m concerned,’ Brown said, ‘I hope we never get the replacements. Until then, we’re just an odd squad, but if we ever get up to T/O we’ll still only be two squads of a lousy eight men apiece. That’s the trouble with being in an I and R platoon, you’re just those two undersize cavalry squads, and they send you out on missions where you really need an honest-to-God infantry platoon.’

‘Yeah, and we get screwed on the ratings too,’ Stanley said. ‘In any other platoon in the regiment you and Martinez would be staffs, and Croft would be a tech.’

Brown grinned. ‘I don’t know, Stanley,’ he said, ‘if we get the replacements, there’s still a corporal open. You wouldn’t sneeze at that now, would you?’

Despite all his efforts, Stanley felt himself reddening. ‘Ah, hell,’ he muttered, ‘who am I to be thinking of that?’

Brown laughed softly. ‘Well, it’s something to think about.’

Furiously, Stanley told himself that he would have to be more careful with Brown in the future.

A psychologist in a famous experiment rang a bell every time he gave food to a dog. Naturally, the dog’s saliva flowed at the sight of the food.

After a time the psychologist took away the food, but continued to ring the bell. The dog kept on salivating to the sound of it. The psychologist went one step further: he took away the bell and substituted many kinds of loud noises. The saliva continued to form in the dog’s mouth.

There was a soldier on the ship who was like the dog. He had been overseas for a long time, and he had seen a great deal of combat. At first the sound of a shell and the impact it made were very much connected to the fear he felt. But after many months, he had known too much terror, and by now any sudden sound would cause him panic.

All this night he had been lying in his bunk and shuddering at the sound of quick loud voices, or at a change in the throbbing of the ship’s engines, or at the noise of a piece of equipment when someone kicked it along the floor. His nerves were pitched tauter than he could ever remember, and he lay sweating in his bunk, thinking with dread of the morning to come.

The soldier’s name was Sergeant Julio Martinez, and he was the scout of the I and R platoon of headquarters company of the 460th Infantry Regiment.

2

At 0400, a few minutes after the false dawn had lapsed, the naval bombardment of Anopopei began. All the guns of the invasion fleet went off within two seconds of each other, and the night rocked and shuddered like a great log foundering in the surf. The ships snapped and rolled from the discharge, lashing the water furiously. For one instant the night was jagged and immense, demoniac in its convulsion.

Then, after the first salvos, the firing became irregular, and the storm almost subsided into darkness again. The great clanging noises of the guns became isolated once more, sounded like immense freight trains jerking and tugging up a grade. And afterward it was possible to hear the sighing wistful murmur of shells passing overhead. On Anopopei the few scattered campfires were snubbed out.

The first shells landed in the sea, throwing up remote playful spurts of water, but then a string of them snapped along the beach, and Anopopei came to life and glowed like an ember. Here and there little fires started where the jungle met the beach, and occasionally a shell which carried too far would light up a few hundred feet of brush. The line of beach became defined and twinkled like a seaport seen from a great distance late at night.

An ammunition dump began to burn, spreading a rose-colored flush over a portion of the beach. When several shells landed in its midst, the flames sprouted fantastically high, and soared away in angry brown clouds of smoke. The shells continued to raze the beach and then began to shift inland. The firing had eased already into a steady, almost casual, pattern. A few ships at a time would discharge their volleys and then turn out to sea again while a new file attacked. The ammo dump still blazed, but most of the fires on the beach had smoldered down, and in the light which came with the first lifting of the dawn there was not nearly enough scud to hide the shore. About a mile inland, something had caught fire on the summit of a hill, and back of it, far away, Mount Anaka rose out of a base of maroon-colored smoke. Implacably, despite the new purple robes at its feet, the mountain sat on the island, and gazed out to sea. The bombardment was insignificant before it.

In the troop holds the sounds were duller and more persistent; they grated and rumbled like a subway train. The hold electric lights, a wan yellow, had been turned on after breakfast, and they flickered dully, throwing many shadows over the hatches and through the tiers of bunks, lighting up the faces of the men assembled in the aisles and clustered around the ladder leading up to the top deck.

Martinez listened to the noises anxiously. He would not have been surprised if the hatch on which he was sitting had slid away from under him. He blinked his bloodshot eyes against the weary glare of the bulbs, tried to numb himself to everything. But his legs would twitch unconsciously every time a louder rumble beat against the steel bulkheads. For no apparent reason he kept repeating to himself the last line from an old joke, ‘I don’t care if I do die, do die, do dy.’ Sitting there, his skin looked brown under the jaundiced light. He was a small, slim and handsome Mexican with neat wavy hair, small sharp features. His body, even now, had the poise and grace of a deer. No matter how quickly he might move the motion was always continuous and effortless. And like a deer his head was never quite still, his brown liquid eyes never completely at rest.

Above the steady droning of the guns, Martinez could hear voices separating for an instant and then being lost again. Separate babels of sound came from each platoon; the voice of a platoon leader would buzz against his ear like a passing insect, undefined and rather annoying. ‘Now, I don’t want any of you to get lost when we hit the beach. Stick together, that’s very important.’ He drew his knees up tighter, rolled back farther on his haunches until his hipbones grated against the tight flesh of his buttocks.

The men in recon looked small and lost in comparison to the other platoons. Croft was talking now about the landing craft embarkation, and Martinez listened dully, his attention wavering. ‘All right,’ Croft said softly, ‘it’s gonna be the same as the last time we practiced it. They ain’t a reason why anything should go wrong, and it ain’t goin’ to.’

Red guffawed scornfully. ‘Yeah, we’ll all be up there,’ he said, ‘but sure as hell, some dumb sonofabitch is going to run up, and tell us to get back in the hold again.’

‘You think I’ll piss if we have to stay here for the rest of the war?’ Sergeant Brown said.

‘Let’s cut it out,’ Croft told them. ‘If you know what’s going on better than I do, you can stand up here and talk.’ He frowned and then continued. ‘We’re on boat-deck-station twenty-eight. You all know where it is, but we’re goin’ up together just the same. If they’s a man here suddenly discovers he’s left anythin’ behind, that’ll be just t.s. We ain’t gonna come back.’

‘Yeah, boys, don’t forget to take your rubbers,’ Red suggested, and that drew a laugh. Croft looked angry for a second, but then he drawled, ‘I know Wilson ain’t gonna forget his,’ and they laughed again. ‘You’re fuggin ay,’ Gallagher snorted.

Wilson giggled infectiously. ‘Ah tell ya,’ he said, ‘Ah’d sooner leave my M-one behind, ’cause if they was to be a piece of pussy settin’ up on that beach, and Ah didn’t have a rubber, Ah’d just shoot myself anyway.’

Martinez grinned, but their laughter irritated him. ‘What’s the matter, Japbait?’ Croft asked quietly. Their eyes met with the intimate look of old friends. ‘Aaah, goddam stomach, she’s no good,’ Martinez said. He spoke clearly, but in a low and hesitant voice as if he were translating from Spanish as he went along. Croft looked again at him, and then continued talking.

Martinez gazed about the hold. The aisles between the bunks were wide and unfamiliar now that the hammocks were lashed up, and it made him vaguely uneasy. He thought they looked like the stalls in the big library in San Antonio and he remembered there was something unpleasant about it, some girl had spoken to him harshly. ‘I don’t care if I do die, do die,’ went through his head. He shook himself. There was something terrible going to happen to him today. God always let you know things out of His goodness, and you had to … to watch out, to look out for yourself. He said the last part to himself in English.

The girl was a librarian and she had thought he was trying to steal a book. He was very little then, and he had got scared and answered in Spanish, and she had scolded him. Martinez’s leg twitched. She had made him cry, he could remember that. Goddam girl. Today, he could screw with her. The idea fed him with a pleasurable malice. Little-tit librarian, he would spit on her now. But the library stalls were still a troop hold, and his fear returned.

A whistle blew, startling him. ‘Men for boat-deck fifteen,’ a voice shouted down, and one of the platoons started going up the ladder. Martinez could feel the tension in everyone around him, the way their voices had become quiet. Why could they not go first? he asked himself, hating the added tension which would come from waiting. Something was going to happen to him. He knew that now.

After an hour their signal came, and they jogged up the ladder, and stood milling outside the hatchway for almost a minute before they were told to move to their boat. The decks were very slippery in the dawn, and they stumbled and cursed as they plodded along the deck. When they reached the davits which held their landing boat, they drew up in a rough file and began waiting again. Red shivered in the cold morning air. It was not yet six AM, and the day had already the depressing quality which early mornings always had in the Army. It meant they were moving, it meant something new, something unpleasant.

All over the ship the debarkation activities were in different stages. A few landing craft were down in the water already, filled with troops and circling around the ship like puppies on a leash. The men in them waved at the ship, the flesh color of their faces unreal against the gray paint of the landing craft, the dawn blue of the sea. The calm water looked like oil. Nearer the platoon, some men were boarding a landing craft, and another one, just loaded, was beginning its descent into the water, the davit pulleys creaking from time to time. But over most of the ship men were still waiting like themselves.

Red’s shoulders were beginning to numb under the weight of his full pack, and his rifle muzzle kept clanging against his helmet. He was feeling irritable. ‘No matter how many times you wear a goddam pack, you never get used to it,’ he said.

‘Have you got it adjusted right?’ Hennessey asked. His voice was stiff and quivered a little.

‘Fug the adjustments,’ Red said. ‘It just makes me ache somewhere else. I ain’t built for a pack, I got too many bones.’ He kept on talking, glancing at Hennessey every now and then to see whether he was less nervous. The air was chill, and the sun at his left was still low and quiet without any heat. He stamped his feet, breathing the curious odor of a ship’s deck, oil and tar and the fish smell of the water.

‘When do we get into the boats?’ Hennessey asked.

The shelling was still going on over the beach, and the island looked pale green in the dawn. A thin wispy line of smoke trailed along the shore.

Red laughed. ‘What! Do ya think this is gonna be any different today? I figure we’ll be on deck all morning.’ But as he spoke, he noticed a group of landing craft circling about a mile from them in the water. ‘The first wave’s still farting around,’ he reassured Hennessey. For an instant he thought again of the Motome invasion, and felt a trace of that panic catching him again. His fingertips still remembered the texture of the sides of the rubber boat as he had clung to it in the water. At the back of his throat he tasted salt water again, felt the dumb whimpering terror of ducking underwater when he was exhausted and the Jap guns would not stop. He looked out again, his shaggy face quite bleak for a moment.

In the distance the jungle near the beach had assumed the naked broken look which a shelling always gave it. The palm trees would be standing like pillars now, stripped of their leaves, and blackened if there had been a fire. Off the horizon Mount Anaka was almost invisible in the haze, a pale gray-blue color almost a compromise between the hues of the water and the sky. As he watched, a big shell landed on the shore and threw up a larger puff of smoke than the two or three that had preceded it. This was going to be an easy landing, Red told himself, but he was still thinking about the rubber boats. ‘I wish to hell they’d save some of that country for us,’ he said to Hennessey. ‘We’re gonna have to live there.’ The morning had a raw expectant quality about it, and he drew a breath, and squatted on his heels.

Gallagher began to curse. ‘How fuggin long we got to wait up here?’

‘Hold your water,’ Croft told him. ‘Half the commo platoon is coming with us, and they ain’t even up yet.’

‘Well, why ain’t they?’ Gallagher asked. He pushed his helmet farther back on his head. ‘It’s just like the bastards to have us wait up on deck where we can have our fuggin heads blown off.’

‘You hear any Jap artillery?’ Croft asked.

‘That don’t mean they ain’t got any,’ Gallagher said. He lit a cigarette and smoked moodily, his hand cupped over the butt as though he expected it to be snatched away from him any moment.

A shell sighed overhead, and unconsciously Martinez drew back against a gunhousing. He felt naked.

The davit machinery was complicated, and a portion of it hung over the water. When a man was harnessed into a pack and web belt and carried a rifle and two bandoliers and several grenades, a bayonet and a helmet, he felt as if he had a tourniquet over both shoulders and across his chest. It was hard to breathe and his limbs kept falling asleep. Climbing along the beam which led out to the landing craft became an adventure not unlike walking a tightrope while wearing a suit of armor.

When recon was given the signal to get into its landing boat, Sergeant Brown wet his mouth nervously. ‘They could’ve designed these better,’ he grumbled to Stanley as they inched out along the beam. The trick was not to look at the water. ‘You know, Gallagher ain’t a bad guy, but he’s a sorehead,’ Stanley was confiding.

‘Yeah,’ Brown said abstractedly. He was thinking it would be a hell of a note if he, a noncom, were to fall in the water. My God, you’d sink, he realized. ‘I always hate this part,’ he said aloud.

He reached the lip of the landing craft, and jumped into it, the weight of his pack almost spilling him, jarring his ankle. Everyone was suddenly very merry in the little boat which was swaying gently under the davits. ‘Here comes old Red,’ Wilson yelled, and everybody laughed as Red worked gingerly along the beam, his face puckered like a prune. When he reached the side he looked over scornfully at them and said, ‘Goddam, got the wrong boat. They ain’t no one stupid-looking enough here to be recon.’

‘C’mon in, y’old billygoat,’ Wilson chuckled, his laughter easy and phlegmy, ‘the water’s nice and cold.’

Red grinned. ‘I know one place on you that ain’t cold. Right now it’s red-hot.’

Brown found himself laughing and laughing. What a bunch of good old boys there were in the platoon, he told himself. It seemed as if the worst part were over already.

‘How’s the General get into these boats?’ Hennessey asked. ‘He ain’t young like us.’

Brown giggled. ‘They got two privates to carry him over.’ He basked in the laughter which greeted this.

Gallagher dropped into the boat. ‘The fuggin Army,’ he said, ‘I bet they get more fuggin casualties out of guys getting into boats.’ Brown roared. Gallagher probably looked mad even when he was screwing his wife. For an instant he was tempted to say so, and it made him laugh even more. In the middle of his snickering he had a sudden image of his own wife in bed with another man at this exact moment, and there was a long empty second in his laughter when he felt nothing at all. ‘Hey, Gallagher,’ he said furiously, ‘I bet you even look pissed-off when you’re with your wife.’

Gallagher looked sullen, and then unexpectedly began to laugh too. ‘Aaah, fug you,’ he said, and that made everyone roar even more.

The little assault craft with their blunt bows looked like hippopotami as they bulled and snorted through the water. They were perhaps forty feet long, ten feet wide, shaped like open shoe boxes with a motor at the rear. In the troop well, the waves made a loud jarring sound beating against the bow ramp, and already an inch or two of water had squeezed through the crevices and was sloshing around the bottom. Red gave up the effort to keep his feet dry. Their boat had been circling for over an hour and he was getting dizzy. Occasionally a cold fan of spray would drop on them, shocking and abrupt and a trifle painful.

The first wave of soldiers had landed about fifteen minutes ago, and the battle taking place on the beach crackled faintly in the distance like a bonfire. It seemed remote and insignificant. To relieve the monotony Red would peer over the side wall and scan the shore. It still looked untenanted from three miles out but the ornament of battle was there – a thin foggy smoke drifted along the water. Occasionally a flight of three dive bombers would buzz overhead and lance toward shore, the sound of their motors filtering back in a subdued gentle rumble. When they dove on the beach it was difficult to follow them, for they were almost invisible, appearing as flecks of pure brilliant sunlight. The puff their bombs threw up looked small and harmless and the planes would be almost out of sight when the noise of the explosions came back over the water.

Red tried to ease the weight of his pack by compressing it against the bulkhead of the boat. The constant circling was annoying. As he looked at the thirty men squeezed in with him, and saw how unnaturally green their uniforms looked against the blue-gray of the troop well, he had to breathe deeply a few times and sit motionless. Sweat was breaking out along his back.

‘How long is this gonna take?’ Gallagher wanted to know. ‘The goddam Army, hurry up and wait, hurry up and wait.’

Red had started to light a cigarette, his fifth since their boat had been lowered into the water, and it tasted flat and unpleasant. ‘What do you think?’ Red asked. ‘I bet we don’t go in till ten.’ Gallagher swore. It was not yet eight o’clock.

‘Listen,’ Red went on, ‘if they really knew how to work these kind of things, we woulda been eating breakfast now, and we woulda got into these crates about two hours from now.’ He rubbed off the tiny ash which had formed on his cigarette. ‘But, naw, some sonofabitchin’ looey, who’s sleeping right now, wanted us to get off the goddam ship so he could stop worrying about us.’ Purposely, he spoke loud enough for the Lieutenant from the communications platoon to hear him and grinned as the officer turned his back.

Corporal Toglio, who was squatting next to Gallagher, looked at Red. ‘We’re a lot safer out in the water,’ Toglio explained eagerly. ‘This is a pretty small target compared to a ship, and when we’re moving like this it’s a lot harder to hit us than you think.’

Red grunted. ‘Balls.’

‘Listen,’ Brown said, ‘they ain’t a time when I wouldn’t rather be on that ship. I think it’s a hell of a lot safer.’

‘I looked into this,’ Toglio protested. ‘The statistics prove you’re a lot safer here than any other place during an invasion.’

Red hated statistics. ‘Don’t give me any of those figures,’ he told Corporal Toglio. ‘If you listen to them you give up taking a bath ’cause it’s too dangerous.’

‘No, I’m serious,’ Toglio said. He was a heavy-set Italian of about middle height with a pear-shaped head which was broader in the jaw than the temple. Although he had shaved the night before, his beard darkened all of his face under his eyes except for his mouth, which was wide and friendly. ‘I’m serious,’ he insisted, ‘I saw the statistics.’

‘You know what you can do with them,’ Red said.

Toglio smiled, but he was a little annoyed. Red was a pretty good guy, he was thinking, but too independent. Where would you be if everybody was like him? You’d get nowhere. It took co-operation in everything. Something like this invasion was planned, it was efficient, down to a timetable. You couldn’t run trains if the engineer took off when he felt like it.

The idea impressed him, and he pointed one of his thick powerful fingers to tell Red when suddenly a Jap shell, the first in half an hour, threw up a column of water a few hundred yards from them. The sound was unexpectedly loud, and they all winced for a moment. In the complete silence that followed, Red yelled loud enough for the whole boat to hear, ‘Hey, Toglio, if I had to depend on you for my safety, I’d a been in hell a year ago.’ The laughter was loud enough to embarrass Toglio, who forced himself to grin. Wilson capped it by saying in his high soft voice, ‘Toglio, you can figger out more ways to make a man do something, and then it turns out all screwed up anyway. Ah never saw a man who was so particular over nothin’.’

That wasn’t true, Toglio said to himself. He liked to get things done right, and these fellows just didn’t seem to appreciate it. Somebody like Red was always ruining your work by making everybody laugh.

The assault boat’s motors grew louder suddenly, began to roar, and after completing a circle, the boat headed in toward shore. Immediately the waves began to pound against the forward ramp, and a long cascade of spray poured over the troops. There was a surprised groan and then a silence settled over the men. Croft unslung his rifle and held one finger over the muzzle to prevent any water from getting into the barrel. For an instant he felt as though he were riding a horse at a gallop. ‘Goddam, we’re going in,’ someone said.

‘I hope it’s cleaned up
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